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In this paper the writer has undertaken the task of bringing to the
forefront the contributions of Magnus L. Robinson and his paper. The
National Leader, to the Black community during the period of 1880 to 1891.
A large part of the paper is based upon data obtained from The National
Leader and letters of Frederick Douglass and his son, Frederick Douglass,
Jr., to Robinson.
Magnus L. Robinson was a black Republican who lived during the period
termed by some historians as the "Nadir." He and his paper were situated
in the Alexandria, Virginia and Washington, D. C. area. Because of his
allegiance to the Republican party, he was appointed to many political
offices. This study shows how Robinson used these political appointments
to elevate and advance the conditions of Blacks.
Another phase of the study analyzes the newspaper. The National
Leader. It will show how this black Republican newspaper kept members
of the Black community aware and abreast of current day issues that di¬
rectly or indirectly affected their lives. Some of these issues were
lynchings, disfranchisement, education, health and women suffrage.
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Finally, this study contends that Magnus L. Robinson and his paper.
The National Leader, have both been neglected In the study of Afro-
American History; and that they deserve recognition along with other
Black Americans who devoted their lives to the advancement of the Black
race.
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MAGNUS L. ROBINSON AND THE NATIONAL
LEADER TO THE BLACK COMMUNITY, 1880-1891
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HOW LIFE WAS FOR BLACKS, NORTH AND SOUTH, 1880-1891
Magnus L. Robinson, a Black political leader, newspaper editor and
conmunity builder, lived in the transition period of Afro-American his¬
tory termed by some historians as "The Nadir." As an educated and
articulate man and a faithful Republican, he did much to explain and
ameliorate the conditions of the times.
Following Reconstruction, the economic, political and social con¬
ditions were very poor for Black Americans. It should have been fore¬
seen that the South would deal harshly with the former slaves once
federal control was relaxed. The generations following the collapse of
the Reconstruction governments and the Compromise of 1877 underwent a
period of increasing prejudice and discrimination, especially in the
South. The acceptance of white hegemony in the South by the federal
government left Southern Negroes without any effective defense of their
political and civil rights. President Rutherford B. Hayes had urged
Negroes to trust the southern Whites; but, the southern Whites used
violence, fraud, and complicated registration and voting procedures to
effectively curtail Negro political influence in the South.^
Hayes' successors in the 1880's did no better. President James A.
Garfield felt that time was the only cure for the Negro problem.^
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President Chester Arthur gave federal patronage to extreme anti-Negro
groups in an effort to increase party strength,^ and in Grover Cleveland's
day, the Negro had scarsely a friend in high places. North or South.^
In the matter of civil rights, practically every Supreme Court
decision after 1877 that affected Blacks in someway "nullified or cur¬
tailed" their rights. In the Civil Rights cases (1883), the Supreme
Court declared unconstitutional the Civil Rights Act of 1875 barring
segregation in public facilities. This decision together with that in
Plessy vs. Ferguson in 1896 paved the way for legal segregation which
crystallized before World War I.
The picture for the North was not too bright, even though Negroes
did maintain their political and civil rights, at least on paper. Pub¬
lic opinion in the North had never been altogether sympathetic to Negroes,
and Northerners supported the government and the court in their attitude
toward Negroes. Nearly all the newspapers commented favorably on the
decision in the Civil Rights Cases.^
Economically, Negroes were relegated almost entirely to menial
occupations and unskilled labor, and in the South they remained primarily
agricultural tenants and laborers. After the withdrawal of federal pro¬
tection, Negroes were exploited and intimidated in their economic
relationships. In some cases, they were reduced almost to a state of
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peonage. Urban employers and labor unions were discriminatory both in
the North and South. White employers either failed to use Negro labor
or relegated it to the worst jobs. Although in the mid 1880's the
Knights of Labor included Negroes on a basis of equality, by the 1890's
the AF of L craft unions and the railroad brotherhoods were setting the
pace with exclusionist policies and segregated locals.^ The hostility
of white organized labor was a leading factor in the decline of the
number of Negroes in the skilled trades in the South after 1890, while
in the North the employment situation became worse as immigrants re¬
placed Negroes in domestic service toward the end of the century.
In regard to education, throughout the South legal separation of
the races in the schools, with discrimination in the distribution of
school funds, was prevalent in the 1870's and 1880’s. By 1880 Negroes
in the North had won recognition of their right to an education and had
at least on paper achieved integration of pupils in public schools by
1900.
Nearly all newspapers presented a stereotyped, derogatory picture
of Blacks, no matter what the actual circumstances. Since nearly all
contemporary biologists, physicians, and other "experts" on race, were
convinced that Blacks were inferior beings, well-educated Northerners
could hardly avoid accepting black inferiority as fact. A vicious
circle was established. By denying Blacks decent educational oppor¬
tunities and good jobs, the dominant social group could use their re¬
sultant ignorance and poverty to justify the inferior facilities offered
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them.
Negroes reacted to this situation in a variety of ways. Some sought
redress in racial pride and what would later be called black nationalism.^
A few, such as Bishop Henry M. Turner, tried to revive the African
colonization movement. Some militants like T. Thomas Fortune, editor of
The New York Age and founder of the Afro-American League (1887), called
upon Negroes to demand full civil rights, better schools, and fair wages,
and to fight against discrimination of every sort. Also, economic
activity was seen as a factor in solving the race problem. This view was
usually part of a larger complex of ideas that included racial solidarity
and self-help. It was based upon the assumption that by the acquisition
of wealth and morality, attained largely by their own efforts. Blacks
would gain the respect of white men and thus be accorded their rights as
citizens.
Party affiliations made little difference as far as the Negro was
concerned. Both parties subscribed to hypocritical statements about
equality and constitutional rights, but neither did anything to imple¬
ment those rights.
By the 1890's, some Blacks had come to favor the acceptance of
literacy and/or property qualifications as a condition for voting in the
South. A few publicly advocated accommodations to Democratic leadership
in the South, while a distinguished minority in the North rebelled
against the Republicans and seriously attempted co-operation with the
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party of Grover Cleveland. Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize
that despite dissatisfaction most Blacks remained Republicans in their
sympathies.^ Republican sponsorship of numerous policies and programs
attracted the allegiance of the Black community, and the intransigence
and repression of the Democrats enhanced that allegiance even as the
Republicans lost some of their progressivism and Idealism. Blacks
simply had nowhere else to turn despite Republican shortcomings; there
was no third parties during this period which offered a meaningful
alternative Inspite of the attempts by the Populist Party to gain the
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vote of Blacks.
While Republican sponsored policies and programs may have allevi¬
ated some of the problems facing Blacks, it did not alleviate the growing
tension and chilled atmosphere between Blacks and Whites especially in
Washington, D. C., where Magnus Robinson’s paper. The National Leader,
was centered. The quality of life for Blacks in the nation’s capital
diminished steadily after 1878. White Washington in the 1880’s enjoyed
a material prosperity and amenities richer than any the city had ever
known before. Between white and "colored" people, the friendliness that
was evident in the 1870’s was slowly disappearing. The change was not
sudden. It was gradual enough to permit Blacks for a time to think that
a year or two would suffice to re-establish them on the footing they had
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attained earlier. It was not until the autumn of 1883 that they realized
how much the atmosphere had chilled in a decade, and not until the 1890's
did they understand that no effort was likely to restore warmth to the
city's race relations.
In 1888, the Washington Elite List, a forerunner of the Social
Register, carried the names of five or six Blacks; by 1892 they had been
dropped. After John Forney, editor of The Chronicle (a white newspaper)
retired, the white press reduced their news about Blacks to an occasional
comment on a "colored" social gathering. By the mid-nineties a reader
of the white newspapers would have thought that there were no Blacks in
Washington, D. C. at all. White people, in short, solved the race prob¬
lem by ignoring it, or denying its existence.
Washington rapidly discarded concern for racial justice. Local
disfranchisement abruptly ended political associations between Blacks
and Whites. Social intercourse which had begun developing in 1870 con¬
sequently died out. Despite the decline of Blacks' legal position,
political preference for colored men fell off very little. Frederick
Douglass kept his post as Marshal of the District through President
Hayes' administration and the position of District Recorder of Deeds
continued to go to Blacks. President Garfield appointed ex-Senator
Blanche K. Bruce of Mississippi as Register of the Treasure. Indeed,
this position would be filled by Blacks for the next thirty-two years.
But Garfield's assassination and President Arthur's failure to give
colored men much consideration hurt their prospects and shut off talk of
appointments to the Cabinet. However, during the 1880's, a half-dozen
Negroes had administrative assignments of some importance, and more
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clerkships and custodial jobs than formerly went to colored men. The
viewpoint of Whites on the Negro position was one of tolerance according
to The Sentinel, Washington's German-American newspaper that was edited
by a former abolitionist. It presented the "tolerant" white man's view
of the Negro position in 1883:
The colored people of Washington enjoy all the social
and political rights that law can give them, without pro¬
test and without annoyance. The public conveyances are
open to them, and the theatres, the jury box, the spoils
of party power are theirs. Many of these men are wealthy....
But the color line is rigidly drawn in what is known
as society. Wealth, learning, official place, give no
colored family the right or privilege of entering the best
or the commonest white society on terms of equality or en¬
durance. In this respect the colored race live as separate
and exclusive a life as in the days of slavery, and as a
drop of African blood was once held to make a man a Negro,
so now it taints him and makes him an immutable barrier
against social recognition.^
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CHAPTER II
MAGNUS L. ROBINSON'S SIGNIFICANCE TO THE BLACK
COMMUNITY AS A POLITICAL FIGURE
Magnus L. Robinson, editor and one of the proprietors of The National
Leader, was bom at Alexandria, Virginia, November 21, 1852 near the end
of the slave period. He was a bright mulatto, rather diminutive in size,
who had extremely affable manners.^ He was bom to the Reverend and Mrs.
Robert Henry Robinson. His father was one of the ablest colored preachers
of the Washington Conference, and one of the six members that organized
the colored Methodist Conference in 1864.^ Magnus was given a good pri¬
vate school education and, because of his industrious mind, served as an
apprentice in a bakery for four years. He followed the vocation of a
baker for several years. In 1868, he entered the law department of
Howard University at Washington, D. C., from which he earnestly endeavored
to graduate, but was forced to give up his studies on account of ill
O
health. He next turned his attention to teaching and passed an examina¬
tion for a position in the public free schools of his native state.In
due time he procured a school and taught successfully for nine months,
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During this time Robinson met and married his wife, Ida, and they had
2several children. They owned a house at 606 Gibbon Street in Alexandria,
Virginia. Robinson received confirmation at the Roberts Chapel Protestant
O
Episcopal Church, also of the city.-^
Magnus Robinson seems to have been well liked and received by the
people in his community and surrounding areas. He was seen as a true and
faithful friend and was respected by both colored and white citizens. He
was acknowledged as being one of the leading colored men and stood high
in their society. On numerous occasions he was sent before the public to
represent the Afro-Americans; and he usually made a good impression.^
When questions arose concerning the general welfare of the public, Robin¬
son was usually one of the first to be consulted.^ An article in The
National Leader, reprinted from the Washington, D. C. Daily Press, 3
December 1888, confirms this attitude:
Editor Robinson is an intelligent and bright young
man respected by the colored and white citizens as one
of the leading colored men. He has been sent before the
people upon several important occasions, and always made
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a good impression.^
Magnus Robinson was an active member in several clubs and organ¬
izations. One such was the Eagle Republican Club which unanimously
chose Frederick Douglass to address the Harrison and Morton (president
and vice-president candidates) pole raising affair that was held in
2
Washington, D. C. on the 17 July 1888. Another club was the Colored
Citizens Protective Union (of which he was chairman) that celebrated the
O
anniversary of Emancipation at Lannon's Opera House on 1 January 1891.
He was also a member of the Columbia Lodge, No. 1376, G. U. 0. of Odd
Fellows of which he served as elective secretary. Perhaps one of the
most interesting of his club affiliations was the Frederick Douglass
Literary Association, a club organized for intellectual, political, and
social purposes. Its members saw it as their duty to give "literary
cultivation" a home, and to advance the general interests of its people
in the ancient city (Alexandria).^ Magnus L. Robinson was unanimously
elected president and through his leadership, the Literary Association
made great strides in advancing the interests of the colored community.
It opened a public reading room which housed numerous books and journals
for the colored citizens to read.^ Youths were encouraged to spend
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their Sunday afternoons exploring the reading rooms. The Frederick Doug¬
lass Literary Association projected a promising future. The fact that
Magnus L. Robinson was chosen to preside over the organization serves as
evidence that he was seen as a leader by his people. It is easy to
understand why he came to the forefront as a political figure.
Robinson became interested in journalism and politics during the
period that he taught school. Naturally, being a student of human nature
and a good judge of men and measures, he contributed many important
articles on current topics of the day to highly acceptable papers such as
The Baltimore Sun. His successful work in the journalistic arena helped
him to gain a considerable reputation.
This journalistic reputation and his popularity among the people of
his community led to the selection of Robinson to fill many political
offices, which, according to I. Garland Penn, he graced with "signal
ability."^ Magnus Robinson was the first Afro-American to hold the office
of Secretary of the Republican Committee of Rockingham County, Virginia,
to which he was chosen in 1880. In 1881 he represented Rockingham County
in the Colored State Convention, held at Petersburg; and in the same year,
having moved to his native home at Alexandria, he was nominated for magi¬
strate in that city; and received a very "flattering vote."^ However,
there is no evidence of his winning the election.
During the period 1881 to 1888, Magnus Robinson devoted the majority
1




of his time to teaching and the occasional holding of other positions of
trust and honor in his state,^ One such position was that of leader of
an affair to be held at Armory Hall on the 21 November 1883. He wrote
to Frederick Douglass asking him to be the keynote speaker for the affair
and Douglass replied:
I sincerely regret that I cannot be with you at Armory
Hall on the 21st.
My engagements and duties call me elsewhere. I cer¬
tainly wish success to your demonstration and earnestly
hope you may be able to secure the services of some other
speaker much more effective than I should be could I be
present.^
Frederick Douglass praised Robinson for his interest in the improve¬
ment and elevation of the colored race.^ It seems as though Magnus
Robinson could be found in any kind of activity which would lead to the
betterment of his race. In fact, he was involved in a convention to
elect delegates to the Chicago Convention for Black Republicans in Febru¬
ary 1888^ and was head of the committee responsible for getting together
the annual celebration of the Emancipation Proclamation on 1 January 1889
in Alexandria. The celebration was deemed a success with Robinson pre¬
siding over the affair and giving an eloquent speech on why Afro-Americans
should celebrate the Emancipation Proclamation. Comparing it to the
annual celebration of Independence Day on the fourth of July, he stated
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that preceded it was a milestone in the lives of white Americans to be
remembered at all times, so was the signing of the Emancipation Procla¬
mation by President Abraham Lincoln. He felt that Afro-Americans should
praise the bridge that carried them across and at the same time they
would be honoring their many dead who fought so gallantly in the Civil
War.^ Thus, it seems that the community often chose Magnus Robinson to
O
represent them.
Further evidence of his ability to lead can be seen throughout his
paper. The National Leader,which was established 12 January 1888. In
numerous correspondences received and printed by that journal, Robinson's
services were sought for everything from the reading of papers to being
the chief marshal in a parade. Illustrative of this point is an article
published on 9 February 1889, which states that Magnus Robinson (who had
previously been chosen chairman of the Eighth Virginia Congressional
District) called a meeting to elect two delegates and two alternates to
the National Colored Convention. Once again his ability as a leader
resulted in his selection as a delegate. However, Robinson refused the
position on the grounds that he preferred to work in the ranks. Despite
his refusal, he was still chosen as an alternate. When the conference
of all delegates elected to the National Colored Convention met, Robinson
was again put in the active position of secretary of the committee. The
purpose of this convention was to consider the intellectual, civil and
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political status of the colored people.^
When there was talk among the community members of organizing an
Independent military company in Alexandria, Robinson immediately began
to assess the pros and cons of such a group and set up registration books
at the southwest comer of St. Asaph and Gibbon Streets in Alexandria.
Next, he held meetings in his home to organize those Interested in form-
ing such a group.
Robinson later became the organizer and president of the "Mahone
Invlncibles," a group of black Republicans of Alexandria who endorsed
Mahone, a white Republican, for governor of Virginia in 1889.
He was also an active member of the Odd Fellows Lodge and was named
treasurer of the Odd Fellows Convention by his lodge brothers.^ On 16
October 1889, this convention took place in the District of Columbia
with Robinson serving as its chief marshal in the parade. This was said
to have been the largest Odd Fellow' parade ever held in that city.^
His capabilities as a leader were widespread. Therefore, it was
not unusual to see his name on the guest lists or programs of important
affairs outside the Virginia and D. C. area. When the Black community
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of Jacksonville, Florida decided to give a reception honoring Frederick
Douglass, Robinson was invited to the grand affair that was held at the
Sub-Tropical Exposition Building in Jacksonville. The affair was well
attended by both Blacks and Whites and was heralded as a success.^
It is well to refer to some of the later honors conferred upon
Magnus L. Robinson. On 30 March 1889, it was announced in The National
Leader that Magnus L. Robinson was a candidate for the Board of Alderman
from the 4th Ward.^ He was endorsed by many prominent citizens, such as
John A. Seaton, formerly of Alexandria, who was the first Black to hold
that position in the city. He was defeated but not because Negroes did
not come out in support of him. He was also a candidate for the legis-
lature that same year.-^
Magnus L. Robinson was not only well liked and received by the
people of his community but also by his fellow journalist. When the
National Colored Press Association met on 5 March 1889 in the Metro¬
politan A. M. E. Church of Washington, D. C., Robinson was selected by
the executive committee of the press association to present a paper.
He chose as his topic "Representative Negroes," a title that could very
well have been applied to his role in the Black community.^
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Robinson and his followers reflected the progressive spirit of most
Blacks in a time when discrimination and disfranchisement were steadily
rising. He was praised for this spirit by Frederick Douglass, Jr. in a
letter to Robinson which read: "The efforts that you and your associ¬
ation are making tends to show the progressive spirit of our people.
"Forward" is the word."^
But Magnus Robinson also had another role-that of keeping the Black
community abreast of current trends and Issues, which directly or indi¬
rectly affected their lives. In order to accomplish this, he and his
brother Robert B. Robinson established a newspaper. The National Leader.
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CHAPTER III
THE NATIONAL LEADER AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE TO THE BLACK COMMUNITY
On the 12 January 1888, Magnus L. Robinson and his brother Robert
B. Robinson established The National Leader, a black Republican news¬
paper at Washington, D. C. Robinson and his brother were not newcomers
to the journalistic world. They both had had some experience in the
journalistic field before they began publication of The National Leader.
Magnus Robinson's experience went back to his days as a school teacher.
As stated earlier, he became interested in journalism during the time
he taught school. His excellent work gained him a considerable reputa¬
tion in journalistic circles. He was the first Afro-American to be
employed regularly on a white journal when he was assigned to duty as a
reporter on The Baltimore Daily Bee in Baltimore, Maryland. He later
moved to Harrisonburg, Virginia and with his brother, Robert, established
The Virginia Post, which he published for three years.^
Robinson returned to his native home at Alexandria in 1881 and
several years later, along with his brother, began publication of The
National Leader. The National Leader was published every Saturday at
Washington, D. C. and could be obtained at such places as the Boston
Book Store on 1003 F. Street, N. W., Washington, D. C., the Old Dominion
Agency in Alexandria and the Summer House, 104 W. 37th Street in New
York. Its distributors were Blacks of all walks of life from ministers
154.
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to pollticans. Among these was Frederick Douglass, who wrote in a
letter to Robinson on 13 February 1888: "Please find enclosed my check
for five dollars in payment for one hundred copies of The National
Leader.It is possible that Douglass distributed these copies among
the Black community of Anacostia, D. C. where he resided.
But The Leader was not just another local paper. In an article
dated 4 May 1889 the claim is made that: "The Leader is a national
organ for the colored people of the United States. It circulates in every
2
State of the Union." Under the caption "Special Correspondence of The
Leader" appeared letters from cities as far north as Brooklyn, N. Y., as
far south as Montgomery or Birmingham, and as far west as Topeka, Kansas.
These correspondences gave up-to-date information on what was happening
in the Black community of these cities and their states.
The National Leader met with phenomenal success and did great
service for the Republican party, especially in such places as New York
where it had a circulation of over 5000 copies during the campaign of
3
1888; and in D. C. where it was the first Negro journal to raise the
Harrison and Morton ensign. Benjamin Harrison and Levi P. Morton were
the Republican candidates for president and vice president in the elec¬
tion of 1888.
The Leader was a Republican organ and was endorsed by Frederick
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Douglass as the most staunch Republican journal published in the country
at that time.^ According to its editor;
The Leader is an aggressive, energetic Republican news¬
paper devoted to the advancement of the colored race and
will always be found in line with both. Injustice will find
an open enemy in The Leader.^
He further states that:
The Leader is a favorite in all circles. It is conduc¬
ted on a high plan. Scandal, abuse, vituperation and police
reports will find no space in The Leader; our aim is higher,
purer, and onward and upward is our motto.^
Even though The National Leader was a true Republican journal and
breathed true Republicanism, it did not fail to appeal to others who were
not ardent politicians. The Leader carried a wide variety of articles
that appealed to any race, creed, or color. It's articles ranged from
those that dealt with the current issues of the day such as lynching,
disfranchisement and women suffrage to those that dealt with the simple
techniques of cooking mutton. If one was interested in news about Rome,
Italy or Paris, France, this too could be found in The Leader. It even
carried articles on Jack The Ripper, who was stalking the English coun¬
tryside at that time. The Leader could really be compared to a modern
day journal. It had sections on the current issues at home and abroad,
advertisements, social news, deaths and funerals, and many other topics.
It also carried articles that had been run in other leading newspapers
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such as The Charleston News and Courier, The Atlanta Constitution, The
Washington Bee, and The Cleveland Gazette. The National Leader was a
well rounded paper encompassing every aspect of life that would be of
concern and Importance to the Black community.
The Leader’s allegiance to the Republican party was overwhelming.
Even more overwhelming was the Negro's allegiance to the Republican Party.
The beginning of Black's allegiance to the Republican Party Is often dated
from Lincoln's signing of the Emancipation Proclamation. While It Is
true that this action brought more Blacks Into the party than anything
else, there Is evidence of Blacks being In the party as far back as the
early 1850's. In 1859 the Republican Party was enjoying a great deal of
support from the Northern Black community, and the support continued to
grow.^
According to Hanes Walton In Black Republicans: The Politics of the
Black and Tans;
What one sees from 1854 to 1870 Is an evolving progres¬
sive posture on the part of the Republican party toward the
Black community. While political expediency, ambiguities,
timidity and slowness were surely present In Republican
actions and programs and proposals, the cumulative effects
of their policies and activities were far more significant
and had a great deal more Influence than their retrogres¬
sions. Moreover while these retrogressions, ambiguities,
and negative policies might have been known to the most
sophisticated Black leaders, the masses only saw the posi¬
tive consequences.
What really cemented Blacks with the Republican party
was the era of Black Reconstruction. Black politicians were
the final link connecting the Black community to the Republi¬
can party.^
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The National Leader's constant dedication to the Republican party
can be seen throughout its editorials. It never missed a chance to de¬
nounce the Democratic party and those Blacks who aligned themselves with
it. Such homilies as the ones below can be found in almost every issue
of The Leader.
The colored citizens of this country never expected the
Democratic party to deal justly by them, and so far they have
not been disappointed.
If the democratic colored gentlemen are conscientious in
their course, why don't they follow it up? It isn't the Re¬
publican party who are robbing the colored citizens in this
country of his constitutional rights. It is Mr. Stewart's
democratic party.^
Political announcements, endorsements, and advertisements for the
Republican party were given top billing in The Leader. No true black
Republican who read this paper could say that he was not kept abreast of
current events in the political world. The Leader carried the who,
where, and when of politics as is evident in these articles which read:
Just as it should be. The friends of General Mahone,
both black and white, are pushing him for a cabinet posi¬
tion, not because he is white, but because of his services
to the Republican party; and if those services have been
such as the colored citizens of Virginia can endorse, they
are right in standing by hlm.^
Honorable John F. Lewis has served Virginia as Lieu¬
tenant Governor for two terms, one full term as U. S.
Senator and U. S. Marshall. In all these offices he was a
Republican. His loyalty is unquestioned. His character
spotless. His popularity among the people unbounded. A
man of the people and one who is known as "Honest" John.
We would like to see him appointed Register of the Treasury.
1
The National Leader, 12 January 1889.
2
Ibid., 12 January 1889.
22
We heartily and unequivocally endorse Senator John F.
Lewis for Register of the Treasury, believing we voice the
sentiments of Virginia Republicans.^
Just as the southern democrats saw the Ku Klux Klan as their saviour,
the black Republicans saw the Republican party as their saviour. They
believed that once the Republicans controlled the Oval Office and both
Houses of Congress all the Injustices Inflicted upon Blacks would be
righted. Blacks would become full citizens In every sense of the word,
with protection by law and the enforcement of all constitutional amend¬
ments and laws dealing with Blacks. Therefore, It Is not surprising
that they came out In large numbers to support the Republican presiden¬
tial and vice presidential candidates for the election of 1888-Benjamin
Harrison and Levi P. Morton.
When Harrison and Morton were elected. The Leader ran this article
In Its editorial section:
One month from date the Grand Old Party that openly
declares It believes In the personal rights and liberties
of all citizens. In all states and territories In the
Union, and especially to the sovereign rights of every
lawful citizen, rich or poor, natural or foreign born,
white or black, to cast one free ballot In public election
and have that ballot counted will again take the helm of
the ship Into the harbor of equal rights.^
This was the plank or the battle cry for the Republican platform in the
election of 1888. One of the principle issues was the protective tariff.
In Harrison's inaugural address, he declared that southern opposition
to a protective tariff during slavery had prevented the south from
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producing as much cotton as the New England States. He further stated
that it would be to the advantage of the farmers and businessmen if there
was a free ballot for all without distinction to race. He also linked
the maintenance of law and order with the growth of business in the
South.^
When the Negroes heard Harrison's inaugural address, they felt that
the so-called "Negro problem" had already been solved. Evidence of their
feeling of victory was expressed in an editorial in The Leader following
Harrison's Inauguration.
President Harrison is now inaugurated. Thank God that we
have a president of the United States who will stand by the
laws in their true intent and meaning which make no discrimi¬
nation against any American citizen. President Harrison, has
in his inaugural address, set forth principles which are just
and equitable to all American citizens. The so-called Negro
problem which we hear so much about, has been solved in a very
great measure, by the new President of the United States. If
his inaugural address is an Indication of his intentions; this
country will be as it should be united and strong.^
To the dismay of many, Harrison's administration did not turn out
as well as expected. According to Dr. Logan:
In the spring of 1892 no impartial observer could have
maintained that President Harrison had given either the
Republican party or the people of the United States the
magnetic and responsive leadership that they sought. This
general conclusion is especially pertinent as far as pro¬
tection of the Negro was concerned. The attempts made
during his administration to reopen the "Southern question"
had provoked a counteroffensive from which the South emerged
even more triumphant than it had in 1877.^
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Frederick Douglass may have been correct in stating that The Leader
was a staunch Republican newspaper, but in actuality, it was more than a
partisan newspaper. It discussed current issues of the time that directly
affected the Black community. Among these current issues were lynching,
disfranchisement, women suffrage, education, acquisition of land and
property, and health conditions. The Leader kept the community informed
on all of these.
Lynching reached its peak in 1892. Therefore, it would be erroneous
to think that there was a golden age of race relations in the period
between the end of reconstruction and the completion of segregation. On
the contrary, the evidence of race conflict and violence during this
period is overwhelming.^ In the 1880's and early 1890's, for example,
lynching-most of them in the South-averaged about 150 a year during the
two decades and attained a maximum of 235 in 1892. Lynching was one of
the methods used by white Southerners to terrorize Blacks and keep them
"in their place."
The Leader was quick to inform the Black community of the horror and
evils of lynchings, or mob violence as it was sometimes called. It saw
lynchlngs "as one of the foulest most inhumane and ridiculous crimes ever
committed in this country.The Leader was a member of the Black
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National Press Association which considered drawing up "a list of all
the murders, lynchings, mobs and acts of violence toward the colored
race, with the names of the victims. States, counties, cities and towns''^
and presenting it to Congress to ask that some action be taken to stop
these hideous crimes.^
The Leader did not stop here. It was a sensitive paper and, there¬
fore, reported articles from outright lynching to attempts of lynching.
In many of its issues one could find articles on actual lynchings such
as this one in the 26 January issue which stated:
A few days ago another Negro man was taken by an infuri¬
ated set of white men and lynched, his body perforated by one
hundred bullets at Pratt's mines near this city.
The Negro George Meadows by name is probably innocent of
the crime for which his life was taken.
Yesterday's afternoon paper reports the probability of
another lynching at Bessemer, a white woman is supposed to
have been ravished by a Negro furnace hand.^
The Leader was also quick to pick up on the general attitude and
atmosphere of the white community during this time. The mere mention of
a possible crime against a white was automatically blamed on the Negro.
A good example of this attitude and the atmosphere during this time is
expressed in this article:
The refined citizens of Barnwell County, S. C. supposed
that the Negroes had murdered a refined gentlemen of that
county so they armed themselves and went out to hunt for his
body and his murderer. They found him (Morris) dead drunk in
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the woods. They say Barnwell is a dry county.^
Blacks were denied their legal rights by widespread lynching. In
some cases, the alleged perpetrators of the crimes were never brought to
trial, but were lynched. Such is the case in this article:
A Deputy U. S. Marshal with a posse of Graham citizens
was escorting the four Marlow brothers and another man
named Pierce to the Parker county jail at Wetherford, the
prisoners being indicted on murder and horse theft, a mob
of 30 citizens attempted to lynch them. The Marshal and
posse defended the prisoners, when a terrible fight took
place. Two of the Marlow brothers were killed and four of
the posse at first flre.^
In addition to accounts of lynching, articles on riots and mob
violence could be found on many pages of The Leader. Typical of these
was that describing a riot in Ty Ty, Georgia.
A bailiff had a warrant for a Negro and when he went
to take his prisoner the Negro drew a pistol and fired at
the officer, with no effect. The officer, seeing his life
in danger, also drew a pistol and fired, killing the Negro.
The Brunswick and Western construction was on a side track
close to the scene, and all the Negro hands quit their work
and went to the aid of the Negro whose arrest was attempted.
This fired things up and in a moment a large crowd of white
men was on the scene, and immediately shooting became gen¬
eral, but wiser heads soon got in and the battle ceased.
When the smoke cleared away, two Negroes were dead and sev¬
eral others wounded.^
The use of violence was not the only means by which the superior
race attempted to keep the inferior race in its place. Disfranchisement
was one of the main devices employed to establish a white "solid south."
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Blacks had been used as a scapegoat in a twofold situation. First,
in the reconciliation between the North and South; and, secondly, in the
reconciliation between white conservatives and white radicals which led
to the establishment of the "solid south." The bitter violence between
white conservatives and white radicals in the Nineties could only be
healed by one thing, white supremacy. The first step in achieving this
was the total disfranchisement of the Negro.^
Through violence, fraud, and complicated registration and voting
procedures, Negro political influence was effectively curtailed in the
Southern states. However, Blacks alliances with independent parties
like the Populists slowed down the process for a while but eventually
constitutional disfranchisement finally occurred. Mississippi in 1890
and South Carolina in 1895 were the first states to incorporate disfran¬
chisement provisions into their constitutions.^ This practice was fol¬
lowed later by other southern states until total disfranchisement had
taken place.
The Leader carried numerous articles that spoke out against disfran¬
chisement and its effect on the colored race. It saw the perpetrators of
disfranchisement as doing a gross Injustice to the Negro and used its
editorials to bring this injustice to the attention of all Blacks as
illustrated in this article of 20 April 1889:
It has beyond doubt occurred to a great many persons
who are aware of the practical disfranchisement of the
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Negro south, that it is the grossest injustice that the very
men who committed the wrong, have had their power in the
National Government increased by the emancipation of the
Negro whom they are now defrauding.^
The Leader felt that the control of the election machinery, ballots,
and other measures pertaining to voting should be put in the hands of
respectable and honest people in the state governments as it points out
in an article on ballot reforms:
This is one of the reforms which must come, for without
it our system of popular government cannot be maintained.
The control of the election machinery, of the printing and
distributing of the ballots must be taken from the politi¬
cians and put into the hands of the state. Of what use is
it to try to get honest men nominated for office when we
leave in the hands of the political workers the power to
defeat them at the polls by distributing fradulent or defec¬
tive ballots, or by making "deals" and "dickers" which cheat
the people of their will?^
The Leader endorsed, by reprinting, Frederick Douglass’ view that
disfranchisement was a national problem rather than a sectional one.
Douglass had made the following statement in an interview for a white
press:
I hold that the suppression of the colored vote in the
south by fraud and violence is a reproach and a concern of
the whole nation. The duty to deal with it is not merely
sectional, but national. If we are a nation, and not a mere
league of states, each an independent sovereignity, the sup¬
pression of the legal vote of the south is as much a ques¬
tion for Maine and Massachusetts as it is for the Carolinas
and Georgia. It is a national question and one which should
be viewed broadly by the national intelligence and decided
in favor of what is just, honorable, and for the best inter¬
ests of the whole American people.^
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The Leader, along with many other Black journals, not only spoke out
against the evils that besieged the Black community, but also kept it
aware and abreast of organizations, clubs, associations and movements that
were making efforts to fight the problems of Blacks, especially in the
South. Among these was the women's movement.
Members of women's suffrage movement were sympathetic to the idea of
Negro suffrage. Although the movement was inactive during the Civil War,
it was revived afterwards and merged with the National Equal Rights
League (established October,1864) in May,1866 to form the American Equals
Right Association whose chief objective was the extension of suffrage to
Negroes and to all women.^
There seem to have been a question as to whether women would vote
intelligently. The Leader took note of the issue in a December 1888 edi¬
tion:
The question of female suffrage has agitated the tongue
and pen of reformers for many years. There have been good
arguments for and against it. Some women would vote intelli¬
gently while others would vote as their husbands did with no
thought to the merits of the political issue.^
The Leader also gave its approval to political actions in which
women were becoming involved, such as the study of political economy
which is the subject of the next quotation.
There seems to be a manifest desire among women's clubs
everywhere to take up the study of political economy. It is
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said that during the last few months 213 clubs of women have
been organized for this purpose. This is all right says the
New York Sun and deserves to be commended. Political economy
is an excellent field of study for women as well as for men.
It involves questions of importance to the human family, and
its study promotes intellectual development. Let it go on.^
The Leader discussed and approved of other women clubs which sought
to study the civil government and issues surrounding it, current issues
(such as the tariff), and biographies.^
It must be noted that not all women were for women's rights as is
true today. Illustrative of this point is an article in The Leader on
2 February 1889 which reads:
A petition signed by six hundred wives and daughters of
Portland has been laid before the Maine Legislature protest¬
ing against the granting of suffrage to women in that State.
They seem to think that it is one of the exclusive privileges
of man.^
The Leader summed up its position on the women's movement by saying:
It is one of the interesting features of the age we live
in that women are taking a deep and active interest in public
affairs. They manifest this interest mostly in matters re¬
lating to education, morals and health, and their influence
in forming public opinion and securing public action in regard
to these matters is becoming very great.^
Women were also concerned with the task of getting themselves better
educated and able to earn a respectable livelihood. For this purpose, a
college for women was considered. An article in The Leader, told of its
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location and objectives:
From an article in the Public Ledger we glean some impor¬
tant facts with respect to the contemplated establishment by
M. A. J. Drexel, our millionaire banker, of an institution at
Wayne Delaware County, Pa., for the proper training and educa¬
tion of young women. The school is to be called Drexel Indus¬
trial College for Women.
The object of the institution as set forth in the charter,
is to instruct females between the ages of 13 and 19 in all
duties pertaining to household, and to teach such trades and
businesses as will make them practical women able to earn a
respectable livelihood.^
Not only was The Leader concerned with education for women, but it
was also concerned with other educational issues-two of the most impor¬
tant were segregation and industrialization.
The argument among Negroes over mixed or segregated schools escalated
during the 1880's, especially in states such as Ohio where determined
efforts resulted in desegregation of public schools in 1886. The chief
issue was the fact that integration was usually at the expense of colored
teachers, who were not employed in the mixed systexus. Another argument
for segregated schools was that Negro children would be taught better by
colored teachers and would be protected from white insults.^ It was a
real dilemma that the Negro community was facing, and The Leader was sym¬
pathetic. It carried three or four articles in almost every issue on the
dilemma of mixed schools and, in most of them. The Leader expressed its
desire for mixed schools as is evident in the article below.
There was much concern about the report from the Major
of Police of the District of Columbia which stated that
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crime was increasing among the colored people. It was be¬
lieved that proscriptive prejudice was at the bottom of this
and that prejudice would not die out until every American
was schooled in one public school. If there was no distinc¬
tion in the school, there would be no distinction in the ma¬
chine shop.^
Although The Leader came out in favor of mixed schools, it did not
show bias in the articles it reported on the school issue. It carried
articles for and against mixed schools. But, after reporting these
articles, it always pointed out that the evidence had been misinterpreted
by the opposition to support its position. Typical of an article against
mixed schools in which The Leader pointed out its incongruities is this
one concerning a correspondent of The Atlanta Constitution.
A correspondent of the Atlanta, Georgia, Constitution
writing from Felicity, Ohio, is trying to show that much
trouble exists in that locality over mixed schools, which
he alleges was brought about over the Arnett resolution,
which was passed two or three years ago by the State Legis¬
lature striking out the word "white."
Now this correspondent has labored very hard to make
it appear that the intelligent and wise people of that par¬
ticular locality in the State are wild with rage, because a
few respectable colored children are attending a public
school. No one believes him except the prejudiced Negro
haters of the South.
The true way to do away with prejudice and unite Ameri¬
can citizens in all the various trades and industries in
this country is through mixed schools, the wisdom of which
will sooner or later be admitted by all true Americans.^
The grave argument over industrial training versus a liberal arts
education did not began with Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. DuBois.
This was an issue well debated in the 1880's also. The problem arose
from the growing industrialization of the United States. The question
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at this time was whether industrial training should be taught in the
public school. This would facilitate the pupils' ability to compete in
the outside world and enable him to earn a livelihood. The opposition
felt that the public schools should be for mind training only. They con¬
tended that the decision to train for an industrial trade should be left
entirely up to the student. There were some good arguments on both sides
as depicted in the following article.
One of the best papers ever read here was that on "The
Education We Need," by M. T. R. Holmes, of Washington, D. C.
before the Friday Night Literary Club, at Beulah Baptist
Church (Alexandria, VA.). The gentleman set forth and ably
defended the theories that our public school system of educa¬
tion is all wrong, and that we should Introduce industrial
training in the place of so much mind training. He held
that the present system consists of memorizing useless and
soon forgotten formulae and that a pupil trained in the pub¬
lic schools is not fitted for the battle of life. He
thought that the schools should teach trades so that the re¬
cipients might have means by which they could support them¬
selves and those dependent on them. He held that mere mind
education made the possessors look upon honest toil as
degrading. He used figures to show that the greater part of
our criminal class were fairly educated.
Now, all agree that every boy and girl should have a
trade, even if there is no need to engage in work at it.
But few believe that it is the true work of the public schools
to give trades. A trade, profession or occupation is a man's
private affair. The work of the public school is mind-train¬
ing. Whatever diminishes the time which should be devoted to
mental improvement is pernicious and should be excluded.
There should be, however, what is called industrial training
in the schools for the purpose of developing skill, obser¬
vation, etc.^
Presimably, the forces for Industrial education won, to some degree,
a victory in this well argued issue according to the following article.
By reason of the changed and still changing conditions
of the Industrial world, a great public necessity has arisen
which impels us to provide some means for the industrial
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education of the rising generations. In this direction the
Industrial Art School and Manual Training School establish¬
ed by the Board of Public Education are doing a good work.^
Another pet idea of Booker T. Washington was that Negroes should
concentrate on the acquisition of land and property. He believed that
"the individual or race that owns the property, pays the taxes, possesses
the intelligence and substantial character, is the one which is going to
exercise the greatest control in government."^ Again this is an issue
which was not solely the province of Washington's thinking. There was a
constant plea in every issue of The Leader for Blacks to invest in land
and property. An article entitled "Buy Yourself A Home" was reprinted
in each issue. In effect, it was an appeal to all colored men, married
or single, to buy a home. It emphasized the fact that Washington, D. C.
was fast becoming the Paris of America and now was the time to invest,
while land was still cheap.^
Another important issue in this period of concern to both Washington
and The Leader was health. In many of Washington's speeches, he spoke
of the need for cleanliness and good health practices by the Negro. The
Leader also made an appeal to the Black community for the need and estab¬
lishment of good health practices. It ran articles such as this one which
outlined the simple reasons for taking a bath.
Why We Should Bathe
Among all the appliances for health and comfort to
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mankind, we may safely say there is nothing so well known, so
useful, and withal so comforting and yet so little practiced,
so carelessly and thoughtlessly neglected as judicious bathing.
To these blessed with good health, a bath, as a common
sense appliance, gives thrift and growth to healthy functions,
a brightness and delightful serenity, a clearness of mind and
buoyancy of spirit. For the mental worker, it is a nerve
tonic. For the indoor and outdoor laborer it supplies those
elements so common in the open air and removes dust and filth
which clogs pores and may cause poisonous infections.^
The National Leader deserves recognition as a quality newspaper that
served the Black community well. It dealt with the building of racial
pride and spirit, with racial solidarity and self help, it paid tribute
to Black Americans and, most of all, it kept them well informed on issues
of the period.
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CONCLUSION
Magnus L. Robinson, a black Republican, played a significant role in
the Black community as a leader, community builder and organizer, and as
an informer through his newspaper. The National Leader. By the afore¬
mentioned roles, he did much to ameliorate the conditions of the times.
This was not an easy task, for Robinson lived during the period termed
"The Nadir" by some historians. This was the period when prejudice and
discrimination was on the increase in the South and living conditions in
the North were not very good. In spite of the gloomy racial conditions,
Robinson's progressive spirit was quite evident.
His leadership and guidance of many who sought to uplift the living
conditions, pride and general welfare of Blacks gained him a considerable
reputation and respectability from both black and white citizens. There¬
fore, it was not unusual that when questions arose concerning the general
welfare of the public, Robinson was consulted. For example, when talk
arose among community members of establishing an independent military
company, Robinson quickly assessed the pros and cons of such a group and
set up registration books for those interested. He then held meetings in
his home to organize such a group. He was sent before the public on
numerous occasions to represent the Afro-Americans and he usually made a
good showing.
Robinson belonged to several clubs and associations. Most of these
were geared toward the elevation and improvement of Black Americans such
as the Frederick Douglass Literary Association. Robinson served as presi¬
dent of this association and through his leadership the black community
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of Alexandria was enriched intellectually, politically and socially. He
and his members established a reading room which housed many books, pamph¬
lets, and journals for the reading enjoyment of everyone. Young people
were encouraged to visit and explore the facility.
Because of Robinson's popularity and respectability among the people,
he was chosen to fill many political offices. He used these offices as
stepping stones toward the advancement and elevation of his race. Illus¬
trative of this was his appointment to the Eighth Virginia Congressional
District. As chairman of this district he chose delegates to the National
Colored Men's Convention whose purpose was to consider the civil and
political status of the colored people. Robinson attended this convention
and was elected secretary.
As an editor, Magnus L. Robinson assumed the task of keeping the
Black community aware and abreast of current issues that directly or in¬
directly affected their lives. He reported and discussed issues such as
lynching, disfranchisement, women suffrage, education, acquisition of
land and property, and health.
Robinson's paper. The National Leader.saw lynchlngs as one of the
foulest most inhumane and ridiculous crimes ever committed in this country,
and reported on these vile actions. Reaching a maximum of 235 a year in
1892, lynching was one of the methods used by white southerners to
terrorize Blacks and keep them "in their place." The National Leader
was a member of the National Press Association which considered drawing
up a list of the murders and lynchings to submit to Congress and demand
that action be taken to stop these hideous crimes.
Another method used to keep Blacks in their place and establish a
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white "solid south" was disfranchisement. The Leader carried numerous
articles that spoke out against disfranchisement and its effect on the
colored race.
It also published articles that gave the pros and cons of the women's
suffrage movement and the well-argued issue of industrial education
versus liberal arts education. Like Booker T. Washington, Robinson,
through his paper, projected the image of a firm believer that Blacks
should acquire and own land. There was a constant plea in The Leader to
this effect.
Good health and good health practices were not taken lightly. Robin¬
son substantiated his opinion of this point by writing articles which
explained the reasons of taking a simple bath.
In conclusion, both Magnus L. Robinson and his paper. The National
Leader have been neglected in the study of Afro-American History. Although
the roles he played in elevating the Black race may have been small com¬
pared to a Booker T. Washington or a Frederick Douglass and somewhat more
localized, they focused attention among Blacks everywhere and therefore,
were significant to the Black community not only in Washington, D. C. and
the Virginia area but to the Black community of the United States.
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